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THE  WORLD  COUNCIL  OF  CHURCHES/ 
SEVENTH-DAY  ADVENTIST  CONVERSATIONS 
AND  THEIR  SIGNIFICANCE 


In  view  of  the  fact  that  informal  conversa- 
tions between  the  World  Council  of  Churches 
and  the  Seventh-day  Adventist  Church  have 
been  taking  place  on  a regular  basis  for  over 
four  years,  it  is  not  inappropriate  to  consider 
the  significance  of  these  contacts  and  take 
stock  of  what  has  been  accomplished  so  far. 


A.  Historical  Background 

Strange  as  it  may  seem,  these  yearly  Con- 
sultations are  an  indirect  by-product  of 
Vatican  II.  In  fact,  while  in  Rome  in  con- 
nection with  the  Vatican  Council  a WCC 
staff  member  and  an  Adventist  representative 
came  to  the  conclusion  that  an  informal 
meeting  of  a small  group  of  Seventh-day 
Adventists  with  an  equal  number  of  repre- 
sentatives from  the  World  Council  of  Churches 
would  fulfil  a useful  purpose  — Adventists 
being  insufficiently  informed  regarding  the 
World  Council  of  Churches,  and  the  WCC 
staff  and  church  leaders  being  equally  in 
need  of  additional  and  more  comprehensive 
knowledge  regarding  the  Seventh-day  Ad- 
ventist Church. 

The  first  meeting  was  held  in  1965,  the  par- 
ticipants being  selected  by  the  two  organizers. 
Thus,  the  Conversations  got  under  way  on 
a completely  informal  basis  and  were  held 
under  the  sole  responsibility  of  the  partici- 
pants. Subsequent  meetings  have  become 
somewhat  more  formal,  in  the  sense  that  the 
employing  bodies  of  the  SDA  participants 
have  authorized  and  financed  their  presence 
and  the  executive  committees  of  the  three 
Adventist  Divisions  involved  have  given  their 
blessing  by  facilitating  the  selection  of  the  SDA 
representatives  ; the  World  Council  of  Chur- 
ches has  defrayed  the  expenses  of  its  group. 
The  General  Conference  of  Seventh-day 
Adventists  has  been  kept  informed  regarding 
the  meetings,  though  it  has  taken  no  direct, 
active  part  in  the  Consultations,  except 
through  its  three  European  Divisional  branch 


offices.  The  November  24-26, 1969,  Consulta- 
tion was  the  fifth  in  the  series. 

B.  Purpose  of  Conversations 

The  original  purpose  in  meeting  together 
was  quite  simple,  straightforward  and  un- 
pretentious: to  acquaint  each  side  with  the 
structure,  functioning  and  thinking  of  the 
other  side.  This  frank  exchange  of  views 
was  to  be  accompanied  by  a sincere  endeavour 
to  remove  misconceptions  and  improve 
understanding.  Because  of  the  incontestable 
usefulness  of  the  first  meeting,  it  was  felt  by 
all  participants  that  the  Conversations  should 
be  continued  on  a regular  basis.  As  a result, 
subsequent  Consultations  have  been  more  in 
the  nature  of  dialogue,  by  moving  from  the 
level  of  information  to  the  niveau  of  serious 
theological  discussion. 

It  was  made  unmistakably  clear  from  the 
very  start,  that  there  is  no  plan  or  expecta- 
tion on  the  part  of  the  Adventists  of  joining 
the  WCC  ; nor  is  the  WCC  pushing  for  SDA 
membership,  though,  taking  a long-range 
view,  it  may  feel  that  this  would  be  desirable. 
On  the  other  hand,  the  Adventist  partners 
in  the  Conversations  do  not  expect  their 
partners  in  the  dialogue  to  become  a part  of 
the  Advent  Movement,  though  they  may 
feel  this  would  be  a propos.  It  is  of  course 
appreciated  by  all  engaged  in  the  Conversa- 
tions that  there  is  a fundamental  difference 
in  the  nature  of  the  organizations  which 
precludes  comparisons.  While  the  SDA 
Church  is  a world  church  with  established 
fundamental  beliefs  and  one  polity,  the  World 
Council  of  Churches  is  a council  or  fellow- 
ship of  churches  representing  a great  variety 
of  theological  beliefs,  traditions  and  church 
polities,  each  church  preserving  its  own 
doctrines,  ecclesiology  and  that  measure  of 
complete  independence  which  it  feels  called 
upon  to  exert.  The  World  Council  is  not 
empowered  to  legislate  for  its  member 
churches. 
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In  addition  to  generating  increased  mutual 
understanding,  the  exploration  of  possible 
areas  of  Christian  cooperation  and  concrete, 
practical  Christian  service  has  become  another 
valuable  intent  of  the  Conversations. 


C.  Style  of  Meetings 

The  Conversations  have  been  conducted  in  a 
rather  free,  informal  and  friendly  atmosphere, 
under  the  joint  chairmanship  of  the  WCC 
and  SDA  conveners.  Approximately  15-20 
participants  have  taken  part  each  time.  WCC 
participants  have  included  members  of  the 
WCC  staff  (especially  from  the  Faith  and 
Order  Secretariat)  and  representatives  of 
various  Christian  traditions.  The  SDA  group 
has  included  SDA  church  leaders  and  edu- 
cators. There  has  been  a greater  turnover 
of  participants  on  the  WCC  side.  The 
Consultations  are  held  on  the  basis  of 
equal  footing,  each  yearly  meeting  taking 
place  part  of  the  time  at  the  WCC  head- 
quarters in  Geneva  and  the  rest  of  the  time 
at  the  nearby  Seminaire  Adventiste  at  Col- 
longes,  just  across  the  border  in  France. 
The  core  of  each  Consultation  centers  around 
the  presentation  and  discussion  of  papers 
dealing  with  the  subject  matter  chosen  for 
the  meeting.  In  addition,  time  has  been 
given  over  to  general  discussion  and  exchange 
of  views  regarding  questions  and  develop- 
ments of  mutual  interest  or  concerning  mat- 
ters needing  clarification. 


D.  Subject  Matter  of  Conversations 

The  1965  Conversations  started  with  a broad 
tour  d' horizon  and  concentrated  on  discussion 
of  the  organizations,  beliefs  and  aims  of  the 
Seventh-day  Adventist  Church,  and  con- 
sideration of  the  organization,  basis  and  aims 
of  the  World  Council.  The  questions  of 
proselytism  and  religious  liberty  were  briefly 
touched  upon.  Subsequent  Consultations 
dealt  with  the  following  areas  : law  and  grace, 
Sabbath  versus  Sunday,  proselytism  and 
religious  liberty,  prophecy.  The  November, 
1969,  Conversations  pin-pointed  the  1968 
general  discussions  of  prophecy  by  coming 
to  grips  with  specific  exegesis  of  Revelation  13, 
14 ; Matthew  24,  and  2 Thessalonians  2, 
passages  which  Seventh-day  Adventists  believe 
have  a real  relevance  to  Christianity  today. 


Without  endeavouring  to  present  here  a full 
summary  of  the  subject  matter  of  the  Con- 
versations, a few  general  observations  can 
be  made.  In  the  discussion  on  law  and  grace 
there  was  considerable  agreement.  If  there 
was  a difference,  it  was  mostly  one  of  empha- 
sis, the  WCC  representatives  possibly  laying 
greater  stress  on  the  superiority  of  grace  and 
the  SDA  participants  giving  more  emphasis 
to  the  compatibility  of  law  and  grace. 

In  the  discussions  dealing  with  Sabbath  and 
Sunday,  the  incongruity  of  views,  as  could 
be  expected,  was  quite  substantial.  For  the 
Seventh-day  Adventists  the  seventh-day  Sab- 
bath is  a weekly  memorial  of  God’s  creative 
act  as  recorded  in  the  Old  Testament,  and 
of  Christ’s  redemptive  act  in  the  New  Testa- 
ment. The  fourth  commandment,  therefore, 
has  continuing,  heterocentric  significance  for 
modern  man.  The  WCC  participants  con- 
nected the  Sabbath  commandment  more  with 
Mosaic  social  legislation  than  with  creation 
and  felt  that  the  present-day  Christian  Sunday 
is  tied  to  the  resurrection  and  eucharistic 
service,  and  has  only  a remote  connection 
with  the  Sabbath  requirement  of  the  Deca- 
logue. In  regard  to  the  related  question  of 
calendar  reform,  the  discussions  revealed  that 
Seventh-day  Adventists  have  no  objection  to 
a fixed  Easter  date  in  the  present  Gregorian 
calendar,  but  strongly  oppose  calendar  reform 
of  the  “blank”  day  type,  which  would  disrupt 
the  orderly  succession  of  the  weekly  cycle 
by  interposing  from  time  to  time  extra  days. 
This  would  cause  the  first  (Sunday)  or  seventh 
(Sabbath)  day  of  the  week  to  fall  on  other 
days.  Some  WCC  participants  expressed 
similar  opposition  to  this  type  of  new  calendar 
suggested  in  some  circles. 

The  agreement  in  the  discussions  about  reli- 
gious liberty  was  very  substantial  indeed. 
Increased  cooperation  in  this  area  is  con- 
sidered by  both  sides  to  be  desirable.  Con- 
cerning proselytism,  there  was  a large  measure 
of  mutual  understanding.  Agreement  was 
complete  regarding  methods,  the  SDA  Church 
having  since  1926  an  official  policy  which  in 
its  provisions  closely  resembles  the  1961 
WCC  document  entitled  “Christian  Witness, 
Proselytism  and  Religious  Liberty”.  Both 
sides  fully  agreed  that  conversion  can  only 
come  by  uncoerced  faith  and  sharing  of 
Christian  conviction  is  not  only  a right,  but 
a duty.  Conversations  did  reveal  some 
divergence  of  views  regarding  relationships 
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and  ecumenical  implications  of  Christian 
| witness.  Seventh-day  Adventists  have  a deep 
conviction  that  it  is  their  duty  to  proclaim 
their  distinctive  witness  to  all  men,  and  the 
church  therefore  consistently  stands  aloof 
from  territorial  comity  arrangements.  There 
was  some  discussion  regarding  the  proper  use 
of  the  term  “proselytism”.  Both  sides 
admitted  that  the  expression  is  somewhat 
ambiguous,  because  the  word  has  received 
in  ecumenical  circles  a definitely  pejorative 
connotation,  implying  corrupted  witness, 
which  does  not  harmonize  with  the  common 
dictionary  definition  of  proselytism. 

The  Faith  and  Order  Secretariat  has  prepared 
an  excellent  analysis  of  the  discussions  re- 
garding “Apocalyptic  Prophecy”  (see  below 
p.  167  ff.).  Suffice  it  to  say  here  that  while 
exegesis  of  particular  passages  does  not  by 
any  means  always  lead  to  disagreement, 
there  are  some  marked  differences  in  the 
respective  understanding  of  the  prophetic  and 
apocalyptic  texts.  The  Conversations  indi- 
cated that  the  SDA  approach  tends  to  be 
more  “systematic”  (looking  for  inner  coher- 
ence and  parallels  between  various  apocalyptic 
texts)  and  the  WCC  approach  more  “situa- 
tional” (looking  for  the  original  purpose  and 
situation  for  which  the  texts  were  written). 
The  WCC  side  greatly  underlined  the  “pa- 
ranetic”  nature  of  prophecy,  while  the  SDA 
representatives  dwelt  at  greater  length  upon 
the  “predictive”  dimension  of  the  apocalyptic 
writings. 


E.  Results  obtained 

Measured  within  the  frame-work  of  the 
avowed  purposes  of  the  Conversations,  it  can 
be  said  that  their  results  have  been  definitely 
positive  and  useful.  There  have  been  no 
measurably  negative  outgrowths.  In  order 
to  clearly  see  the  substantial  number  of  ac- 
complishments, it  would  appear  helpful  to 
succinctly  list  some  of  the  major  results  that 
have  emanated  from  the  Conversations  : 

1.  Personal  acquaintance  and  fellowship 

The  discussions  have  been  very  beneficial  on 
the  plane  of  personal  relationships,  with  con- 
sequent better  understanding  and  apprecia- 
tion of  the  Christianity  and  humanity  of  the 
participants.  Friendships  have  been  formed 
and  fellowship  experienced. 


2.  Information  and  Understanding 

Without  doubt  the  Conversations  have  ena- 
bled the  participants  to  gain  accurate  infor- 
mation and  a better  understanding  of  the 
background,  approach,  thinking,  developing 
trends,  aims  and  expectations  of  the  other 
side.  Mutual  knowledge  has  increased  and 
erroneous  views,  based  on  prejudice,  have 
decreased. 

3.  Channels  of  communication 

While  prior  to  1965  the  channels  of  com- 
munication between  the  SDA  Church  and  the 
WCC  were  not  non-existent,  they  were  very 
weak  and  spasmodic.  Today,  largely  as  a 
result  of  the  Consultations,  a number  of 
actively  used  channels  of  communication  are 
entertained,  especially  with  the  General  and 
Faith  and  Order  Secretariats.  Information 
once  ignored  or  difficult  to  come  by,  is  now 
regularly  communicated.  In  addition  the 
SDA/ WCC  Conversations  were  at  least  partly 
instrumental  in  opening  new  channels  for 
contacts  between  the  SDA  Church  and  other 
confessional  bodies  or  churches. 

4.  WCC  Statement  concerning  SDA  Church 

A very  useful  product  of  the  Conversations 
is  the  statement  regarding  the  SDA  Church 
which  was  published  in  the  January,  1967, 
issue  of  the  Ecumenical  Review.  While  the 
statement  was  prepared  by  the  Faith  and 
Order  Secretariat,  the  SDA  participants  in 
the  1966  Conversations  had  the  opportunity 
to  discuss  the  draft  statement  and  make 
some  useful  observations.  After  incorporating 
some  relatively  minor  suggestions,  the  docu- 
ment was  published  substantially  as  originally 
written.  The  statement  has  had  a wide 
distribution,  not  only  through  the  Ecumenical 
Review , but  as  a Faith  and  Order  paper. 
Seventh-day  Adventists  consider  this  article 
as  one  of  the  fairest  and  finest  statements 
published  by  non-Adventists  about  Ad- 
ventists. 

5.  Participation  in  Meeting  of 
World  Confessional  Families 

Since  1968  the  General  Conference  of  Seventh- 
day  Adventists  has  been  actively  represented 
at  the  annual  meeting  of  “Secretaries  of 
World  Confessional  Families”.  This  par- 
ticipation is  largely  the  result  of  the  WCC/ 
SDA  Conversations  and  contacts  that  were 
made  at  the  time  of  the  Uppsala  Assembly. 
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It  is  hoped  that  expanded  cooperation  will 
ensue  between  the  World  Confessional 
Families  in  the  vital  realm  of  religious  liberty. 

6.  Observer  and  Advisor  Status 

Since  the  Conversations  got  under  way,  it 
has  become  the  accepted  procedure  for  the 
SDA  Church  to  be  represented  at  various 
WCC  meetings,  including  the  Assembly,  by 
observers.  These  observers  have  not  just  been 
present  pro  forma , but  have  taken  an  active 
interest  in  the  meetings  they  attended.  An 
additional  step  was  taken  when  the  General 
Conference,  as  a world  confessional  body  or 
church,  was  represented  by  an  advisor  in 
Canterbury  at  the  1969  meeting  of  the  WCC 
Central  Committee. 

7.  SDA  on  Faith  and  Order  Commission 

An  evident  result  of  the  Conversations  was 
the  appointment  of  a Seventh-day  Adventist 
as  a member  of  the  Faith  and  Order  Com- 
mission of  the  World  Council  of  Churches. 
While  it  is  clear  that  churches  are  not  mem- 
bers of  this  Commission  and  theologians 
selected  for  membership  are  chosen  in  their 
personal  capacity,  and  therefore  the  SDA 
Church  is  not  a member  of  the  Faith  and 
Order  Commission,  it  does  mean  that  the 
Commission  will  have  the  benefit  of  hearing 
a bona  fide  SDA  voice,  and  the  Seventh-day 
Adventists  would  have  the  opportunity  of 
learning  from  the  discussions  of  the  Faith 
and  Order  Commission. 

8.  SDA  I WCC  Conversations  in  the  United 
States 

As  a kind  of  corollary  to  the  Geneva  Con- 
sultations, Conversations  began  in  1969  in 
the  United  States  between  Seventh-day  Ad- 
ventists and  a WCC  appointed  group.  While 
each  Conversation  will  follow  its  own  style 
and  choose  its  own  subject  matter,  those 
responsible  for  the  Conversations  on  both 
sides  of  the  Atlantic  are  keeping  in  touch 
with  each  other. 

9.  Contacts  on  National  Levels 

It  is  interesting  to  note  that  the  contacts  on 
the  WCC  level  have,  to  some  extent,  filtered 
down  to  certain  national  levels.  As  examples 
one  can  mention  the  SDA  contacts  with  the 
British  Council  of  Churches,  the  Finnish 
Council  of  Churches  and  the  office  of  the 
German  Arbeitsgemeinschaft  Christlicher  Kir- 
chen  in  Deutschland.  There  are  many  other 


contacts,  but  here  we  are  only  thinking  of 
those  that  are  at  least  to  some  extent  directly 
attributable  to  the  Geneva  Consultations. 


F.  General  Significance 

As  reinforcement  of  the  already  mentioned 
nine  results,  which  in  themselves  certainly 
highlight  the  significance  of  the  Conversations, 
there  are  a few  more  points  of  a more  inter- 
pretative nature  which  throw  additional  light 
on  the  significance  of  these  Consultations : 

1.  It  is  quite  clear  that  the  SDA  attitude 
toward  the  ecumenical  movement,  and  more 
specifically  the  World  Council  of  Churches, 
is  unavoidably  strongly  influenced  by  the 
church’s  understanding  of  prophecy , eschato- 
logy, current  trends  and  past  church  history, 
and  its  self-understanding  of  the  role  of  the 
Advent  Movement  as  epitomized  by  the  SDA 
Church.  It  thus  appears  that  a central  prob- 
lem of  inter-church  theological  discussions 
in  which  Seventh-day  Adventists  are  involved 
would  be  biblical  interpretation  in  general 
and  prophetic  interpretation  in  particular. 

2.  The  participants  in  the  Conversations  dis- 
covered that  each  side  approaches  the  Bible 
with  respect  and  the  basic  expectation  to  be 
guided  by  Scripture  into  truth.  There  are, 
however,  some  noticeable  differences  in  ap- 
proach. While  SDA  theologians  believe  in 
the  inspired  integrity  of  the  Bible  and  insist 
on  the  historicity  of  the  record,  the  particip- 
ants on  the  WCC  side  tend  to  favour  a larger 
use  of  historical  and  form-critical  methods. 
Underlying  these  dissentient  approaches  are 
differing  views  regarding  the  nature  of  revela- 
tion and  inspiration.  It  should  not  be  over- 
looked, however,  that  similar  differences  in 
approach  can  be  found  within  the  constituency 
of  the  World  Council  of  Churches. 

3.  In  view  of  the  prominence  Seventh-day 
Adventists  have  traditionally  given  to  reli- 
gious liberty , it  is  significant  to  note  the  very 
substantial  agreement  that  prevailed  in  this 
area  of  the  discussions.  While  the  SDA  con- 
tribution to  religious  liberty  has  been  largely 
of  a pragmatic  nature,  without  ignoring  the 
necessary  biblical  basis,  the  World  Council 
of  Churches  has  through  its  Religious  Liberty 
Secretariat  concentrated  on  providing  a sound 
theological  foundation  for  religious  liberty, 
and  through  the  CCIA  has  underlined  the 
general  importance  of  human  rights. 
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4.  The  Conversations  have  made  Seventh-day 
Adventists  rather  more  aware  of  ecumenism 
as  an  expanding  and  driving  influence,  with 
strengths,  weaknesses  and  problems.  On  the 
other  hand,  the  World  Council  of  Churches 
and  some  of  its  member  churches  appear 
more  conscious  of  Adventism  as  a growing 
world- wide  religious  force.  Both  sides  have 
gained  a deeper  understanding  of  each  other’s 
raison  d’etre. 

5.  There  has  been  a growth  of  mutual  respect. 
The  SDA  participants  cannot  but  respect  the 
scholarship  and  “studiousness”  of  the  World 
Council  of  Churches  and  its  representatives. 
Faith  and  Order  studies  have  shed  consider- 
able light  on  various  contemporary  theological 
issues.  There  is  also  evidence  that  the  WCC 
members  have  gained  a measure  of  respect 
for  the  calibre  of  Adventist  scholarship.  The 
Conversations  have  demonstrated  that  the 
participants  on  both  sides  are  capable  of 
respect  the  differing  views,  especially  when 
held  by  partners  in  dialogue  whose  Christian 
commitment  cannot  be  questioned. 

6.  The  Conversations  have  been  significant 
as  an  educational  instrumentality.  Minds  have 
been  opened  and  enlarged.  Adventists  have 
become  more  clearly  aware  that  there  is  more 
than  one  point  of  view  to  most  questions,  and 
that  there  are  earnest  Christian  men  who 
hold  differing  beliefs  that  should  be  taken 
into  account.  While  beliefs  merit  to  be  safe- 
guarded, serious  thought  must  be  given  to 
expressing  them  in  terms  that  will  be  readily 
understood  and,  in  some  degree,  accepted 
by  those  with  divergent  convictions. 

The  same  educational  process  has  enabled 
the  WCC  participants  to  realize  that  Seventh- 
day  Adventists  are  genuinely  committed 
Christians,  who  hold  clearly-defined,  defen- 
sible beliefs  in  all  major  areas  of  Christian 
doctrine. 

The  Conversations  have  made  it  abundantly 
clear  that  first-hand  information  is  better 
than  second-hand  misinformation,  that  sharp- 
ening one’s  theological  views  on  the  grindstone 
of  dialogue  is  not  only  at  times  painful  but 
profitable,  and  that  ignorance  of  the  other 
side  is  not  bliss. 

B.  B.  Beach  * 

* Dr.  B.  B.  Beach,  General  Conference  of 
Seventh-Day  Adventists,  is  the  Secretary  of  the 
Department  of  Public  Affairs,  Northern  Euro- 
pean Division,  United  Kingdom. 


ANALYSIS  OF  DISCUSSION  ON 
“APOCALYPTIC  PROPHECY” 

1 . The  Significance  of  the  Bible  for  Ecumenical 
Discussion.  Studying  the  Bible  is  of  decisive 
importance  for  any  meaningful  ecumenical 
discussion.  Wherever  Christians  meet,  they 
must  turn  to  the  common  source  of  their 
faith.  Without  the  Bible  conversations  be- 
tween separated  Christians  would  lack  a com- 
mon frame  of  reference.  Discussions  between 
representatives  of  the  Seventh-day  Adventist 
Church  and  the  World  Council  of  Churches 
have  made  this  point  clear  once  again.  It 
must  also  be  recognized,  however,  that  the 
appeal  to  the  Bible  does  not  necessarily  over- 
come divergencies.  When  Christians  turn  to 
the  Bible,  they  discover  that  their  interpreta- 
tion proceeds  on  the  basis  of  different  presup- 
positions and  that  they  use  different  criteria 
or  keys  of  interpretation.  Therefore,  in  study- 
ing the  Bible  they  find  themselves  both 
united  and  confronted  with  the  deepest  roots 
of  their  differences. 

2.  Different  Approaches  to  the  Bible.  The 
participants  in  the  meeting  discovered  that 
they  were  approaching  the  Bible  with  respect 
and  that  they  expected  to  be  guided  by  it 
into  truth.  There  were,  however,  noticeable 
differences  in  their  approaches.  While  Sev- 
enth-day Adventist  theologians  tended  to 
take  for  granted  the  inspired  integrity  of  the 
Bible  and  to  insist  on  the  historicity  of  the 
record,  the  participants  on  the  WCC  side 
tended  to  admit  a larger  use  of  historical- 
critical  methods.  Discussion  of  particular 
exegetical  problems  raised  again  and  again 
the  issue  of  the  inspiration  of  the  Bible,  and 
it  became  obvious  that  this  problem  needs  to 
be  further  clarified  in  the  future. 

3.  Exegesis  of  the  Text.  In  spite  of  different 
approaches,  however,  there  was  in  many 
instances  almost  complete  agreement  on  the 
original  meaning  of  the  text,  and  it  became 
apparent  that  exegesis  of  particular  passages 
does  not  necessarily  lead  to  disagreements. 
This  is  due  to  the  fact  that  both  sides  agree 
that  the  historical  situation  of  both  the  writer 
and  the  addressee  needs  to  be  carefully  taken 
into  account  in  order  to  discover  the  meaning 
of  the  text.  But  even  in  the  stage  of  exegesis 
in  the  narrower  sense  of  the  word,  differences 
may  arise.  To  give  an  example : Though 
Seventh-day  Adventists  would  admit  that  the 
authors  of  the  synoptic  gospels  have  to  a 
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certain  extent  selected,  arranged  and  inter- 
preted the  material  available,  they  maintain 
the  historical  reliability  of  the  framework 
given  by  each  evangelist.  They  prefer  to 
consider  the  specific  information,  given  by 
each  evangelist,  as  of  a complementary  rather 
than  interpretative  nature.  The  main  prob- 
lem of  mutual  understanding  does  not  arise, 
however,  at  the  level  of  exegesis  but  rather 
at  the  level  of  the  interpretation  and  applica- 
tion of  the  texts.  Similar  differences  can  be 
found  within  the  World  Council  of  Churches 
as  well.  There  is  not  one  single  hermeneutical 
criterion  within  the  fellowship  of  the  World 
Council  of  Churches.  Therefore,  the  discus- 
sion with  Seventh-day  Adventists  does  not 
constitute  anything  foreign  to  the  World 
Council  of  Churches. 

4.  Interpretation  of  Prophetic  and  Apocalyptic 
Texts.  In  the  course  of  the  conversations  it 
became  clear  that  special  attention  needed 
to  be  given  to  the  interpretation  of  the 
prophetic  and  apocalyptic  texts  of  both  the 
Old  Testament  and  the  New  Testament 
(Daniel,  Matthew  24  et  par.,  II  Thessalonians 
and  Revelation).  Seventh-day  Adventists 
attach  great  importance  to  these  texts.  This 
does  not  mean  that  they  regard  these  texts 
as  the  key  of  interpretation  or  that  they  wish 
to  isolate  these  texts  from  the  rest  of  Scripture. 
They  turn  to  Scripture  as  a whole  and  it  is 
only  within  the  context  of  the  whole  that 
they  wish  to  give  to  the  prophetic  and  apo- 
calyptic texts  their  due  attention.  They  feel 
that  these  texts  are  not  sufficiently  studied  by 
many  other  Christians  and  Churches.  The 
discussion  revealed  that  there  are  indeed  dif- 
ferent approaches  to  these  texts  and  that  they 
are  differently  interpreted.  It  was  recognized, 
however,  that  they  are  also  respected  by  other 
Churches.  If  the  Seventh-day  Adventist  inter- 
pretation is  not  shared,  it  does  not  mean 
that  the  texts  are  not  taken  seriously. 

5.  Differences  in  Understanding  of  Prophetic 
and  Apocalyptic  Texts 

a)  Seventh-day  Adventists  find  an  inner 
coherence  among  the  various  prophetic  texts. 
They  show  striking  parallels  and  the  connec- 
tions between  these  texts  have  to  be  recog- 
nized. The  participants  on  the  World  Coun- 
cil side  tended  to  stress  more  the  particular 
situations  in  which  apocalyptic  material  has 
been  used.  Their  interpretation  is  more 


situational  and  gives  stronger  weight  to  the 
paranetic  dimension. 

b)  The  WCC  participants  tend  to  interpret 
the  apocalyptic  images  as  an  attempt  to  char- 
acterize in  general  the  forces  and  powers 
which  operate  in  history  leading  to  the  final 
disclosures  of  the  Kingdom  of  God.  Seventh- 
day  Adventist  interpretation,  though  agreeing 
with  this  approach,  attaches  much  more  im- 
portance to  the  predictive  element  in  biblical 
prophecies.  They  find  it  reasonable  to  believe 
that  the  texts  provide  a discernable  sequence 
of  events  which  precede  the  second  coming 
of  Christ.  They  feel  that  many  Christians 
tend  to  be  too  vague  in  their  interpretation  of 
prophecy  as  it  relates  to  history. 

c)  Both  sides  agree  that  the  immediate  pur- 
pose of  a text  needs  to  be  discovered.  Why 
did  the  author  write  to  the  addresses  in  this 
particular  way?  What  are  the  historical 
phenomena  and  events  he  is  referring  to  ? 
Seventh-day  Adventist  interpretation  tends 
to  find  that,  apart  from  the  situation,  the 
texts  often  convey  knowledge  about  historical 
events  to  come.  Therefore,  they  ask  the 
question  what  particular  events  the  revealing 
spirit  was  referring  to.  Participants  on  the 
WCC  side  tend  to  consider  the  original 
message  as  a meaningful  model  for  later 
generations.  Decisions  today  have  to  be  taken 
in  the  spirit  of  this  model.  The  true  meaning 
of  the  text  for  today  will  best  be  established 
by  the  use  of  hermeneutical  methods. 

d)  Seventh-day  Adventists  tend  to  identify 
certain  biblical  statements  with  particular  his- 
torical events  ; e.g.  they  hold  the  view  that 
several  passages,  in  particular  Revelation  13, 
point  to  the  papacy.  While  participants  on 
the  WCC  side  did  not  agree  with  such  identi- 
fication and  fail  to  see  how  the  transition 
from  the  text  to  such  an  interpretation  can  be 
made,  SDA  expositors  feel  that  the  evidence 
supporting  their  interpretation  is  substantial. 
Both  sides  agree,  however,  that  Christians 
need  to  interpret  history  and  that  this  must  be 
done  in  the  spirit  of  Scripture  under  the 
guidance  of  the  Holy  Spirit.  It  was  generally 
felt  that  Seventh-day  Adventists  are  today 
more  circumspect  in  identifying  events  than 
they  used  to  be  in  previous  generations. 

6.  God  and  History.  The  discussion  revealed 
a number  of  points  which  need  further 
clarification. 
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a)  The  discussion  of  prophetic  and  apo- 
calyptic texts  made  clear  that  the  revelation 
in  Christ  and  in  particular  the  inspiration  of 
Scriptures  is  not  understood  in  the  same  way 

; on  both  sides.  What  is  the  relation  between 
God  as  revealed  in  the  person  of  Christ  and 

i Scriptures  ? What  is  the  significance  of  the 
fact  that  Christ  did  not  himself  write  and 
that  the  New  Testament  is  the  result  of  an 
oral  transmission  ? What  is  the  relation  be- 
tween the  Word  of  God  and  the  words  of 
Scripture  ? 

b)  It  was  also  felt  that  the  meaning  of  resur- 
rection, the  work  of  the  Spirit  in  the  last  days 
and  the  cosmic  aspects  of  the  Christ  event 
needed  to  be  further  explored. 

c)  Several  pointed  out  that  the  use  of  the 
word  “coming”  needed  to  be  examined. 
What  is  the  relation  between  Christ’s  coming 
whenever  the  word  is  preached  and  the  sacra- 

, ment  administered,  and  his  final  coming? 

! Is  the  term  “second  coming”  appropriate  in 
view  of  the  fact  that  he  is  constantly  coming 
to  us  ? Would  it  not  be  more  appropriate  to 
speak  of  the  final  manifestation  of  being 
the  Lord? 

d)  The  discussion  raised  the  question  as  to 
the  interpretation  of  the  signs  of  the  time. 
What  is  the  relation  between  the  sign  (the 
death  and  the  resurrection  of  Christ  as  well 
as  Pentecost)  and  the  signs?  All  Churches 

I have  to  interpret  the  signs.  Can  this  inter- 
pretation be  derived  directly  from  the  Bible 
or  must  it  be  discerned  under  the  guidance 
of  the  Spirit  in  each  situation?  Who  inter- 
prets the  signs  ? The  individual,  the  Church 
as  a whole  ? Which  are  the  signs  ? Some  felt 
that  Seventh-day  Adventist  identification  of 
certain  events  could  make  irrelevant  other 
events  which  may  be  of  decisive  importance 
both  for  the  human  race  and  the  future  of 
the  Church.  Attention  should  not  be  de- 
tracted from  events  which  seem  to  determine 
our  immediate  future  (e.g.  secularization,  the 
growing  together  of  mankind,  racial  problems, 
etc. ; in  comparison  to  these  papacy  seems  to 
be  a factor  of  minor  importance  which  less 
obscures  the  meaning  of  the  Gospel).  On  the 
other  hand,  the  Seventh-day  Adventist  par- 
ticipants felt  that  the  WCC  emphasis  on 
current  events,  which  seem  to  determine 
mankind’s  present  and  near  future,  tends  to 
neglect  the  vertical  dimension. 

7.  The  Significance  of  a Particular  Inter- 
pretation of  Prophetic  and  Apocalyptic  Texts 


for  the  Unity  of  the  Church.  The  question  was 
raised  to  what  extent  a particular  interpreta- 
tion can  be  regarded  as  a condition  for  fellow- 
ship and  unity.  WCC  participants  generally 
felt  that  various  interpretations  of  prophetic 
and  apocalyptic  texts  could  be  admitted 
within  one  and  the  same  fellowship.  It  was 
precisely  the  task  of  the  fellowship  to  confirm 
or  to  correct  any  interpretation  of  the  signs 
of  the  times.  Seventh-day  Adventists  find  it 
difficult  to  see  how  somebody  can  belong  to 
their  fellowship  without  sharing  certain  iden- 
tifications. They  hold  the  view,  however, 
that  the  importance  of  the  prophetic  inter- 
pretation of  history  should  not  be  over- 
emphasized. The  unity  of  the  people  of  God 
is  primarily  based  on  the  work  and  presence 
of  Christ,  and  it  is  only  on  this  foundation 
that  the  prophetic  interpretation  acquires  its 
relative  importance. 

Questions  to  be  mutually  addressed : 

Seventh-day  Adventists  could  ask  other  Chris- 
tians the  following  questions : 

1.  Does  their  reluctance  with  regard  to  any 
time-table  of  events  not  very  often  mean  that 
they  do  not  speak  of  the  final  coming  of 
Christ  at  all? 

2.  Do  non- Adventist  Christians  not  often 
remain  too  vague  in  their  witness,  not  having 
the  courage  to  interpret  the  signs  of  the 
times  ? 

3.  Do  they  not  tend  to  make  too  sharp  a 
distinction  between  prophetic  and  apocalyptic 
texts,  and  to  stress  too  exclusively  the  ethical 
and  paranetical  elements  in  the  prophetic  and 
apocalyptic  texts  ? 

WCC  participants  could  ask  the  following 
questions  : 

1.  Do  not  Seventh-day  Adventists  tend  to 
isolate  the  prophetic  and  apocalyptic  texts 
from  the  rest  of  the  biblical  witness? 

2.  Do  they  not  expect  too  clearly  defined 
guidance  in  the  Bible  concerning  major  events 
in  history  ? 

3.  Do  they  not  too  quickly  establish  a link 
between  certain  texts  and  certain  events  ? 
Do  they  not  perpetuate  exegesis  once  adopted 
in  spite  of  further  historical  developments  ? 

Lukas  Vischer  * 


* Dr.  Lukas  Vischer  is  Director  of  the  Secre- 
tariat of  the  Commission  on  Faith  and  Order 
of  the  World  Council  of  Churches,  Geneva. 
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